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ABSTRACT 

Accountability and Democracy in the New Local 

Governance: An Evaluation 

Michael Stephen Cole 

This thesis addresses the themes of the democracy and accountability of 
British local governance, in the context of the modernising agenda, through an 
evaluation of research in five areas: the role(s) of local councillors; external scrutiny 
inquiries; consultations; community appraisals; and changes to local boundaries. Key 
issues in relation to democracy and accountability include the role of external scrutiny 
in holding the unelected local state accountable to elected representatives; updating 
the literature on the activities of county councillors; and assessing the limited impact 

of local authority consultations and community appraisals. In particular, the 

assessment of consultations suggests a process that is often driven by a public 
relations focus and that few of those exercises both generate unexpected outcomes and 
have a substantial impact. In relation to the appraisals, the study suggests greater 
effectiveness in resolving small-scale problems capable of solution through town or 
parish local governance or community groups. The research on local boundary 

changes identifies the role of democratic local representatives in the reviews and the 

weak lines of downward accountability in respect of the process. This analysis also 
shows how these boundary changes impact on the way councillors perform certain 
core activities, including electoral campaigning. 

In relation to the local government modernisation agenda, the analysis suggests 
that little progress has been made towards the aim of strengthening the responsiveness 
of service providers to the wider community and or service users. Similarly, the 

establishment of scrutiny structures has had a relatively marginal impact on external 
agencies. While the community representation focus of many councillors is in 

sympathy with local government modernisation, the Devon study suggests that such 
attitudes predated this agenda. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1: Introduction 

The key objectives of this thesis are to gain a greater insight into the 

accountability of local governance and assess the extent to which contemporary 

arrangements are responsive to democratic pressures. This research agenda arose 

primarily as a response to the local government modernisation agenda, which has been 

developed as part of the Labour Government's focus on public service reform and has 

encompassed a wide range of changes such as the establishment of unitary authorities; 

the creation of executive cabinets and directly-elected mayors; an expansion of 

performance measurements such Best Value and Comprehensive Performance 

Assessment; the proliferation of partnerships; and a renewed focus on community and 

extending the range of participants in public sector decisions (see, Cole, 2003a; 

Stewart, 2003). This agenda has been extensive, in part at least, contradictory (Cole, 

2003a; Cole 2008) and has notable implications for the extent to which local 

authorities were accountable and subjected to democratic scrutiny and influence. 

The five substantive themes identified in this thesis all connect to the local 

government modernisation agenda. The evaluation of the role(s) of county councillors 

and the assessment of external scrutiny relate directly to the new structures of political 

management. These reforms were intended to shift the emphasis of councillors' work 

towards ̀bringing the views of their community to bear on the council's decisions' 

(DETR, 1998,25) and to strengthen substantially the accountability role of elected 

members through the establishment of scrutiny committees. Similarly, the analysis of 



consultations and community appraisals links with a wider focus on making local 

governance more responsive to the communities they serve and ensuring that 

`consultation and participation' were ̀ embedded into the culture of all councils' 

(DETR, 1998: 39). The review of ward and divisional boundaries taps into wider 

concerns about local elections, which have encompassed issues such as postal voting, 

rolling electoral registers and proportional representation (DTLR, 2001; Stoker, 

2004). 

1.2: Political science and local governance: analysis of these issues 

In this thesis, the five specific evaluations are linked to the broad themes of 

governmental accountability and democracy. The evaluation of the role(s) of 

councillors illustrates how democratically elected local politicians operate to serve 

their electorate and other narrower interests and thus enforce a channel of public 

accountability for the operation of local governance, within a framework of 

constraints from factors such as the party groups and a wider notion of county-wide 

interests. The assessment of the role of local authority scrutiny committees in holding 

external organisations accountable is concerned with the capacity of local authorities 

to influence and constrain the actions of other agencies and thus strengthen local 

democracy. There is a specific link to the literature on quangos, which concerned, in 

part, the problems in holding such organisations accountable to representative 

democracy. 

The evaluations of consultations and community appraisals undertaken in 

Devon also focus on issues of democracy and accountability; specifically the 

responsiveness of the public service providers to the opinions and attitudes of the 
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electorate. Whilst the analysis about consultations is confined to the response of the 

county council, the assessment of the community appraisals also concerns the 

accountability and democratic responsiveness of a substantial range of public and 

private sector bodies. The community appraisals assessment also focuses on 

mechanisms to enhance accountability and democratic responsiveness by 

strengthening the capacity of local communities to undertake initiatives. 

The analysis of local boundary reviews concerns a theme central to the 

mechanics of democratic accountability: elections -a topic that rose to the top of the 

British political agenda in the early 1830s with the debate over the 1832 Reform Act 

(Pearce, 2003) and has retained a notable position in British political discourse. 

Furthermore, this study considers the role of democratically elected local politicians in 

the boundary review process and the impact of such changes on how those local 

politicians operate. 

Each of these issues was selected to close gaps in the existing literature, 

arising from traditional neglect by scholars and or developments generated through 

contemporary reforms. In the next few pages, the weaknesses in the literature are 

identified and assessed. 

1.2.1: The role(s) of local councillors 

Previous studies had suffered from some important weaknesses. First, many 

scholars overlooked the representation of distinctive sections of the community. 

Second, it was difficult to draw precise conclusions about the hours spent on council 

duties. While there was evidence to suggest that over the last three decades the time 



councillors devoted to their local government work had increased, there were wide 

variations in the results and data. 

Third, there was a substantial urban bias in the literature. Many studies were 

confined to urban areas (Heclo, 1969; Hampton, 1970; Budge et al., 1972; Corina, 

1974; Newton, 1976). Most of the other evaluations were dominated by urban data 

(Bochel and Bochel, 2000). There were only two major studies about the role(s) of 

county councillors, one of which was more than 40 years old (Lee, 1963; Barron et al., 

1991). Fourth, the studies supplied an inadequate basis on which to make evaluations 

about the contemporary impact of party groups. For example, the model of councillor 

behaviour devised by Corina (1974) largely ignored party group discipline. Other 

academics treated the subject in an inconsistent fashion. For example, Newton (1976) 

commented on the cohesiveness of party groups but paid insufficient attention to this 

issue when delineating distinctions between different types of councillors. 

Contemporary research, however, suggested that loyalty to the party group had a 

significant impact on the perceptions and performance of councillors (Copus, 1998). 

Fifth, many of these publications were based on research undertaken over 25 

years ago. There have been few notable assessments of the role(s) of councillors since 

the early 1990s1, although some scholars have touched on important aspects of the 

issue (Leach et al., 1997; Copus, 1998). Some of the analysis predated the structural 

and organisational changes of the early 1970s. For example, Newton (1976) 

incorporated aldermen in his analysis. All the studies mentioned in this section were 

undertaken prior to the introduction of executive and scrutiny structures, which had 

important implications for the role(s) of councillors. 

4 



1.2.2: External scrutiny 

Evaluations of scrutiny undertaken by local authorities have either concerned 

general assessments or adopted, in part at least, a specific focus on internal scrutiny of 

the relevant local authority (see Baker, 2000; Cole, 2001 a; Ashworth, 2003; Leach et 

at., 2003). Scholarship about the scrutiny of external organisations had been restricted 

primarily to the NHS and broader health matters (Campbell, 2005; Coleman, 2006). 

Similarly, academics had, in general, ignored the extent to which the local media 

covered local authority scrutiny, and had, therefore, overlooked a key mechanism 

through which democratic responsiveness and accountability could be enforced. 

1.2.3: Consultations 

Despite the increasing importance of consultation to the delivery of services by 

local authorities and other governmental organisations, the subject had been relatively 

neglected in the academic literature. The topic was overlooked in most accounts of 

New Labour (see Taylor, 1999; White 2001). Similarly, the consultation agenda had 

been marginalised in the public management literature (see Horton and Farnham, 

1999). Furthermore, most of the studies about consultation or public participation 

were primarily descriptive, uncritical and/or restricted to identifying best practice 

(Sergeant and Steele, 1998). There had been an emphasis on processes rather than 

outcomes (see Fenwick and Alford, 2000), while the topic had also been subsumed 

into a wider debate about partnerships (Glendinning, et al., 2002). Similarly, most of 

the literature focused exclusively on public consultation and ignored consultations on 

internal matters (Sergeant and Steele, 1998; Lowndes et al., 2001a). 



1.2.4: Community appraisals 

Although appraisals had been held in almost a quarter of local authority areas 

(Pearce and Ellwood, 2002: 41), scholars had made few attempts to evaluate the 

effectiveness of these exercises, an omission that reflected the neglect of public 

participation and governance in rural Britain. Moseley (1997) outlined a research 

agenda but did not undertake an empirical assessment. Pearce and Ellwood (2002: 41) 

concluded that while appraisals were effective at `stimulating public debate on local 

issues they have not always been successful either in clarifying local community 

priorities or inducing a shift in the priorities and budgets of agencies responsible for 

providing local services'. These authors did not, however, base these assertions on 

original empirical research. 

The empirical studies suffered typically from methodological weaknesses. 

First, the small-scale of the analysis weakened the value of the conclusions obtained 

by most studies (Derounian, 1984; Ashman, 1993; Bovey 1993; Horton, 1996). 

Second, many studies focused on monitoring the extent to which recommendations 

contained in the appraisal report were implemented (Ashman, 1993; Moseley et al., 

1996; Taragon, 1998). This approach concentrated on the interpretation of the steering 

group at the expense of the issues identified by the respondents and could inflate 

achievements because some recommendations were restricted to communicating 

concerns rather than resolving them. Third, the impact of the appraisals on community 

development was typically marginalised or ignored in these studies (Horton, 1996; 

Moseley, et al., 1996; Moseley, 1997). Fourth, scholars failed to link this process with 

the debate about social capital. 



1.2.5: Local boundary reviews 

Academic analysis of changes to electoral boundaries in the UK and elsewhere 

had focused primarily on parliamentary constituencies (McLeod, 1996; Bowden and 

Falck, 1996; Johnston et al., 1996; Rossister et al., 1999). The main exception in 

relation to the UK was One Vote, One Value (Railings, Thrasher and Downe, 2002), 

which concerned reviews to local electoral boundaries in England and had become 

established as the key text in this field. One Vote, One Value, which should be 

viewed as the background to and the starting point for the evaluation contained in 

chapter eight, supplied a comprehensive assessment of the process of local re- 

districting. This thesis aims to supplement and build on that study by shifting the 

focus away from a macro analysis of the whole process to a micro analysis of the 

perspective of individual councillors. 

1.3: Thesis structure 

In chapter two, the academic literature relevant to the study is discussed. There 

are sections about the themes of democracy and accountability as well as the five 

substantial areas covered in the thesis: the role(s) councillors; scrutiny; consultation 

and participation; community appraisals; and local boundaries and the review process. 

In addition, scholarship in relation to community development and social capital is 

discussed because these issues are relevant to one of the substantive topics. 

Chapter three outlines the methodology deployed to obtain the data relevant to 

each of the five component studies of this thesis. The chapter incorporates 

methodological discussion of a range of issues, which include interview techniques; 

questionnaire design; the tactics and strategy required to maximise questionnaire 
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responses; and the development and analysis of SPSS datasets. The chapter 

culminates with a discussion about the use of case studies, which has particular 

relevance given the focus on Devon County Council in relation to the role(s) of 

councillors and consultations. 

In chapter four, there is an analysis of the role(s) of councillors at Devon 

County Council. This analysis supplies the first substantive evaluation of the impact 

of the executive and scrutiny reforms on the role(s) of councillors. There is a thorough 

analysis of the representational role(s) of councillors in relation to their divisions and 

sub-areas of the county; voluntary groups; their ombudsman function; sections of the 

community; and other local authorities. The study also considers the policy role; the 

balance between representation and policy; the impact of the party group; and the time 

devoted to council work. 

In chapter five, the issue of local authority scrutiny of external organisations is 

explored. The study delivers the first significant survey of the external scrutiny 

undertaken by British local authorities that covered non-health organisations. The 

starting point for this assessment is an audit of the external scrutiny undertaken in 

British local government, which serves as the prelude to a detailed evaluation of the 

specific inquiries. The subjects of each inquiry and their distribution amongst 

different types of authority are examined before considering the decision to undertake 

the inquiries; support for scrutiny; the attitude of the scrutinised agencies; the scrutiny 

process; media coverage; and the impact of each inquiry. 

Chapter six contains an evaluation of consultations performed at Devon 

County Council and can be viewed as complimentary to a national analysis 
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undertaken by a research team based primarily at De Montefort University (Lowndes 

et al., 2001a; 2001b). The Devon analysis is the first extensive appraisal of 

consultations undertaken in the context of the local government modernisation 

agenda. 2 The analysis presented in this chapter concerns the relationship with 

consultees; the methodological expertise of the officers with responsibility for these 

exercises; co-ordination of consultations by the corporate centre of the local authority; 

and the results and impact of each consultation. 

In chapter seven, there is an evaluation of community appraisals undertaken in 

46 primarily rural communities in Devon. The analysis focuses on two issues. First, 

the responsiveness of the external agencies to concerns expressed in those 

communities is considered. Second, the capacity of those appraisals to promote 

community development and enhance the stock of social capital is assessed. The 

concepts of community development and social capital are at the centre of 

international debates about civic society, the delivery and accountability of public 

services and democracy (Putnam, 1993: 2000; Hambleton, et al., 2002; Knight et al., 

2002). The international implications of this analysis also arise from the use of similar 

initiatives in other countries (Parola, 1994; Horton, 1996). 

In chapter eight, the attitudes of councillors towards reviews to ward and 

divisional boundaries are assessed. The analysis incorporates the decision to review; 

the local community and these reviews; the role(s) of elected councillors in the review 

process; and the impact of re-districting on electioneering and the role(s) of 

councillors both in relation to their ward or division and the wider aspects of their 

local authority work. 
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Conclusions about the research are drawn in chapter nine. Conclusions 

specific to each section are discussed and placed in the context of the existing 

literature, the focus being on the contribution the research outlined in this thesis has 

made to academic knowledge. In addition, these research findings are related to 

democracy, accountability and the local government modernisation agenda 

1.4: Conclusion 

In this chapter, the research programme has been placed in the context of the 

local government modernisation agenda. In addition, the broad themes of 

accountability and democratic responsiveness have been linked to the five areas of 

substantive research. Weaknesses in the existing literature have been identified and 

the research agenda for this thesis has been mapped. This research is grouped around 

two key themes, which recur throughout this thesis. First, there is the issue of the 

responsiveness of local governance and some private sector bodies to opinion in the 

locality. The second theme concerns the role of local political and administrative 

structures as mechanisms of local democratic responsiveness and accountability. Key 

elements include the role(s) of councillors as local representatives, the impact of 

scrutiny committees on holding external bodies accountable and the effectiveness of 

the community appraisal process in delivering a local agenda. Both themes are, of 

course, central issues in an evaluation of the extent to which the local political and 

administrative culture is accountable and responsive to democratic pressures. 

For an exception see Bochel, C. and H. Bochel (2000), The Careers of Councillors: Gender, 
Party and Politics, Aldershot, Ashgate. 

The interviews were held between February and April 2001 (see chapter three). 
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CHAPTER 2 

PREVIOUS RESEARCH 

2.1: Introduction 

In this chapter, a wide range of academic literature relevant to the study is 

identified and evaluated. The analysis opens with a discussion of democracy and 

accountability. The subsequent sections deal with the substantive issues to be 

discussed in future chapters: the role(s) of councillors; external scrutiny; consultation 

and participation; community appraisals; and local boundaries and the review process. 

In addition, there is a discussion of the concepts of community development and 

social capital, which are crucial to the analysis of the community appraisals. 

2.2: Democracy 

The ancient Greeks drew a contrast between monarchy, government by one; 

oligarchy, government by a few; and democracy, government by all; this typology 

dominated ̀ political theory down to the time of Montesquieu' (Duverger, 1972: 81). 

More contemporary scholars have also considered the definition of democracy. For 

example, Lively (1975: 49-51) identified the characteristics of political equality and 

an inclusive concept of citizenship. 

Ruling elites have traditionally seen a pure form of direct democracy as a 

threat to their privileges. As Wright (1994: 9) noted, in relation to British government, 

democracy `represented the spectre of the untutored poor finding the means to 

expropriate property and destroy culture, liberty and civilization...... democracy 



entered British political culture as a problem'. Similarly, in writing about early 

American government, De Tocqueville (1994 ed.: 260) viewed `the omnipotence of 

the majority' as a threat. 

A more contemporary contribution was supplied by Copus (2006: 101), who 

considered how the representative model had operated to contain this problem, and 

commented that representative government had succeeded because ̀it produces the 

illusion of wide-scale political involvement and control without threatening certain 

fundamental political beliefs about the hierarchical nature of society'. This legacy had 

strong echoes in nineteenth century municipal reform, which, as Young (1989: 6) 

argued, could be characterised as the establishment of a 'form of ratepayer 

democracy'. Furthermore, for many decades this representative model was based on a 

small franchise (see Seymour, 1915). 

In Britain, the pure form of direct democracy became marginalised and has 

been confined primarily to occasional referendums and the governance of some small 

communities', which have few powers and a very limited capacity to raise money. 

Initiatives to extend public participation (including expanding and enhancing 

consultation mechanisms) in decision-making should also be interpreted as a form of 

direct democracy and are treated as such in this thesis. The extent of influence 

afforded by typical participation and consultation initiatives (which included 

community appraisals) was, however, much lower than under pure forms of direct 

democracy through which power resided clearly with the popular will. 

There has also been an assumption amongst many practitioners that 

governance was best left to the professionals. This elitist approach was summarised by 
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Saward (2003: 41), who commented that the prime reason for `downgrading the role 

of ordinary people in democratic politics' was ̀ because most people are ignorant 

about issues, irrational in their opinions and preferences, and easily swayed by 

manipulative appeals from unscrupulous politicians'. There was a clear implication 

that ̀ people should vote, choose their government and then get out of the way' 

(Stoker, 2006: 152). This distrust and scepticism about ordinary voters had echoes in 

both the socialism of Labour politicians and paternalism of Conservatives, although 

from the late 1960s such assumptions were challenged by movements such as the new 

left and the libertarian right. Political elitism has been matched by the behaviour of 

professions such as doctors and teachers, which have sought to retain self-regulation, 

or horizontal accountability, and have often been wary of proposals either to extend 

the powers of non-specialist mangers accountable to politicians or measures to 

promote responsiveness to clients and or the wider community. 

A wide range of academics have challenged this elitist notion, in which the 

substantial role of most citizens was confined primarily to voting. As Stoker (2006: 

152) observed, `the academic/theoretical narrative of democracy.... has now moved 

towards a more participative, expansive understanding of democracy'. For example, 

Dahl (1956) stressed the importance of active citizens focused on expressing opinions 

and obtaining information between elections. Putnam (1993) and others considered 

similar issues through the establishment and development of the notion of social 

capital (see below). This agenda has encompassed social entrepreneurship and a focus 

on communities solving problems in their locality (Pike, 2003). There has also been a 

broader concern amongst many writers about the level of democratic participation. For 

example, scholars such as Habermas (1984) and Laclau and Mouffe (1987) have 
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emphasised the importance of `an inclusive, radical or participatory democracy, and 

give ideas about how public participation initiatives can be judged in terms of their 

democratic potential' (McLaverty, 1999: 38). Arnstein (1971) developed a conceptual 

framework to measure participation in decision-making (see below). Stoker (2006: 

102) noted weaknesses in political engagement and suggested that the problem was 

`how to construct a political system to cope with the kind of engagement people want 

and to enable the political system to be both sustainable and effective'. 

Public choice theorists have challenged this consensus on the basis that the 

delivery of public services was paternalistic and concerned mostly with the self- 

interest of bureaucrats (Niskanen, 1971; Tullock, 1965). Proposed solutions had ̀a 

strong right-wing prescriptive dimension' (John, 1998: 139), which typically involved 

extensions of competition and shrinking the size of the public sector. 

In this thesis, each of the five substantive areas is evaluated in terms of the 

impact on democracy. This analysis covers two distinct issues: changes in the general 

characteristics of representative democracy; and the extent to which democracy has 

become more participatory and, at least in theory, involved an extension of the 

influence of a wider circle of people over the decision-making process. In the case of 

the community appraisals, this discussion incorporates the extent to which the 

communities have been empowered to undertake socially useful initiatives. 

2.3: Accountability 

Accountability and its pursuit have a key place in British constitutional 

practice and the academic literature about British government. As Pyper (1996a: 1) 

commented, the ̀ concept of accountability is often a basic benchmark against which 
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systems of government can be judged'. A useful framework was supplied by Flinders 

(2001: 13), who defined accountability in terms of `the condition of having to answer 

to an individual or body for one's actions'. 

The debate about public sector accountability in the UK and governmental 

structures in other countries derived from the Westminster model had traditionally 

focused on the idea of ministerial responsibility to Parliament. The notion was a 

`vertical' concept through which accountability operated ̀upwards' to governmental 

scrutineers. This notion also incorporated accountability to structures operating 

independently or at ̀ arms-length' from ministers such as parliamentary select 

committees, the National Audit Office, the utility regulators and local government 

scrutiny committees. 

It has also been argued that the operation of vertical accountability had been 

affected by accountability to ̀ whom' issues. For example, a strong focus on officials 

might emphasise mechanisms such as ̀systems of performance appraisal and review, 

which identify key indicators, against which the general and specific performance of 

officials can be judged' (Pyper, 1996a: 7). Such devices were tailored to internal line 

management forms of accountability and also were suitable for internal financial 

accountability through devices such as ̀delegated budgetary systems' (Pyper, 1996a: 

8). In contrast, the accountability of politicians had been traditionally focused on a 

range of distinct mechanisms such as parliamentary debates, parliamentary questions, 

select committees, the Ombudsman and external audit agencies (Pyper, 1996a: 8). It 

could, however, be argued that the emergence of the performance agenda and the use 

of an array of published performance indicators to hold politicians accountable meant 
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that the spirit and, to some extent, style of the mechanisms used to appraise and assess 

officials had been adapted to politicians. 

Weaknesses in the vertical model had long been the subject of debate amongst 

commentators and political scientists. In the 1920s, the expanded role of the state led 

to scepticism that the traditional notion of ministerial accountability was still 

adequate. In 1929, Lord Hewart published an influential critique of these 

arrangements in The New Despotism, which led to the establishment of an inquiry on 

ministers' powers (Donoughmore Report, 1932). In the 1950s, Finer drew attention to 

the reluctance of UK ministers to resign following policy or administrative failures 

and distinguished between being ̀answerable to' and ̀answerable for' mistakes. The 

former concept required ministers to `explain and defend to Parliament the actions 

carried out on their behalf (Finer, 1956: 379) but did not incorporate an obligation to 

resign in the event of serious failure. In 1954, the Crichel Down Affair led to the 

establishment of the Franks Committee, which made a series of recommendations 

about tribunals and the conduct of public inquiries. 

The theme that the increasing scale of governance, combined with the 

fragmentation of public service provision, had undermined traditional vertical 

accountability mechanisms or, at least, affected them significantly had been reflected 

in the writing of more contemporary scholars (Sutherland, 1991; Pyper, 1996a, Pyper 

1996b; Barberis, 1998; Elcock, 1998). As Flinders (2001: 367) observed, the 

`challenge.... will be to reconcile a complex and fragmented state based around a 

nexus of inter-organisational contacts with a coherent and workable framework of 

accountability'. These issues could be viewed more clearly through the experience of 

executive agencies, which (in theory) allowed ministers to retain responsibility for 
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policy while devolving a substantial degree of operational autonomy. These changes 

led to officials being blamed for failure, often in controversial circumstances, the 

dismissal of Derek Lewis as Head of the Prison Service being a notable example 

(Lewis, 1997). It has, however, been suggested by Talbot (1997) and Cole (2000) that, 

in practice, the relationship between ministers and agencies often did not reflect the 

formal position outlined in the policy and resources frameworks. The establishment of 

executive agencies could, therefore, be viewed as allowing ministers to retain power 

whilst devolving responsibility. 

The debate about the vertical accountability of British government has also 

focused on the accountability of quasi-governmental organisations (quangos), the 

academic analysis of which was concentrated into two time periods: the late 1970s to 

early 1980s and 1992 to the late 1990s. The first wave of interest drew on the Anglo- 

American accountability discussions and more populist criticism of the operation and 

scale of governance through quangos under the 1974-79 Labour administration. The 

political debate was fuelled primarily by a centre-right critique although centre-left 

politicians and commentators contributed substantially to criticism about the system 

of appointments (see Hood, 1973; Coote, 1978; Holland and Fallon, 1978; Davies, 

1979; Holland 1979; Holland, 1980; Holland 1981; Barker, 1982; Cole, 1998; Cole, 

2005). 

Concern about quangos re-emerged in the early 1990s and focused around the 

notion that a proliferation of these organisations had created a democratic deficit, 

especially in relation to local governance (Flinders and Smith, 1999), this 'intellectual 

climate' (Cole, 2000: 34) served as the framework for the 1990s' debate. Concern 

about a ̀ democratic deficit' led Weir and Hall (1994) to construct a model of public 
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accountability that could be applied to a wide range of quasi-governmental bodies. 

This approach combined governmental institutions such as the Ombudsman and the 

National Audit Office with the public disclosure of a wide range of information and 

public access to meetings. Stewart and Davis (1994) argued that the democratic deficit 

would be diminished if local authorities acquired direct responsibility for many of the 

functions undertaken by quangos. Hirst (1995) claimed that accountability could be 

improved by shifting some quango functions to voluntary organisations. 

Debates about the democratic deficit and the weaknesses in ministerial 

responsibility should not/have not obscure(d) the reality that contemporary British 

government was also characterised by an array of regulatory mechanisms. In 

particular, local authorities have been the subject of an extensive range of regulatory 

institutions such as OFSTED, the Audit Commission, the Standards Commission and 

the Commission for Social Care Inspection and regimes like Best Value and 

Comprehensive Performance Assessment (Cole, 2008). These arrangements have 

attracted criticism from academics such as Stewart (2003: 210), who questioned the 

assumption of `inspectoral infallibility'. Central and devolved UK governance has 

also been subjected to a notable regulatory regime characterised by bodies such as the 

National Audit Office, the parliamentary select committees and the Prisons 

Inspectorate (Hood, et al., 1999). 

There was also a significant regulatory structure to monitor and constrain the 

privatised utilities. For example, the Office of Gas and Electricity Markets (OFGEM) 

regulated those industries, while the Office of Communications (OFCOM) acted as 

the regulation and competition authority for the communications industry and the 
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Water Services Regulation Authority (OFWAT) had a similar role in relation to the 

water utilities. 

The traditional vertical accountability has been supplemented with horizontal 

and downward concepts. Mackenzie and Hood (1975: 44) considered horizontal 

accountability to peer groups and commented that such loyalty could challenge 

obligations towards vertical mechanisms. In particular, professional loyalties to fellow 

experts could often counteract vertical structures and might be a much better 

guarantee that standards were sustained than ̀ any formal accountability to a higher 

body' (Cole, 1991: 145). 

Horizontal accountability was also addressed by Day and Klein (1987), in 

relation to the concept of professionalism in the British welfare state. The profession 

established the objectives and rules and was ̀ incompatible with the concept of 

accountability as a series of linkages leading from the people to those with delegated 

responsibilities via Parliament and the managerial hierarchy since it brings onto the 

stage a set of actors who see themselves answerable to their peers, rather than the 

demos' (Day and Klein, 1987: 19). The medical profession was the classic example 

of a self-regulating profession. As Day and Klein (1987: 57) observed, ̀the case of the 

doctors provides a neat and clear-cut example of professionalism in the strict, 

traditional sense of a State-licensed monopoly of expertise and the privatisation of 

accountability'. 

Scholars have also identified the importance of downward accountability to 

clients and service users, which incorporated wider notions of participation amongst 

those groups (Hague et al., 1975). In this thesis, the notion of downward 
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accountability is addressed primarily through literature on consultation, participation 

and the community appraisals (see below). 

The five substantive issues are evaluated primarily in terms of the impact on 

holding governance to account for their activities, although the sections on external 

scrutiny and the community appraisals incorporate the accountability of other 

organisations. There is a close relationship between the notions of democracy and 

accountability. The former was focused on the issue of where sovereignty lay within a 

political system and the extent to which such power was dispersed. In contrast, the 

concept of accountability was narrower and concerned the capacity of the people, 

audit agencies, peer groups and or their elected representatives to monitor, influence 

and obtain remedies from service providers. Accountability was a prerequisite for 

democracy - it would be possible to subsume completely the analysis of accountability 

within the framework of democracy. That approach was rejected because such a 

strategy would have risked understating the issue of accountability, which was central 

to the thesis. Both democracy and accountability could, therefore, be seen as intrinsic 

to each other but offering distinctive frameworks to illuminate different conclusions. 

2.4: The role(s) of local councillors 

2.4.1: Ward and divisional representation 

A key role for councillors was the representation of their ward or division. 

While councillors had a specific responsibility to tackle grievances of individual 

constituents, they also possessed a general role in representing their locality. 

Newton (1976) distinguished between trustees, delegates and politicos through 

a study of councillors and aldermen at Birmingham City Council. Trustees regarded 
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themselves as a `relatively free and independent agent who is elected to follow his 

own conscience'. In contrast, delegates gave ̀ greater weight to the wishes and views 

of the electorate' (Newton, 1976: 118). The delegate could `listen carefully to public 

opinion in the hope of picking up general clues which might guide his actions', or 

alternatively s/he could `seek out a specific mandate and follow orders' (Newton, 

1976: 118). Politicos attempted to balance delegate and trustee orientations. Almost 

half of the sample of Birmingham city councillors and aldermen identified themselves 

as trustees, while the others divided evenly between the other categories (Newton, 

1976: 119). Grant (1977: 23) applied Newton's classification to a sample of 26 

predominately Independent councillors and identified 14 delegates, ten politicos and 

two delegates. 

Heclo (1969: 193) observed that there was ̀ very little policy discussion or 

pressure transmitted from constituents to councillors'. In contrast, communication was 

almost exclusively restricted to specific grievances. The member was, therefore, ̀far 

from a delegate representing the given policy view of his constituents'. The councillor 

had ̀considerable latitude in the conclusions he draws from these specific grievances'. 

Newton concluded that many councillors emphasised the government of the 

city as a whole and gave a lower priority to representing their ward. In Birmingham, 

he found that 40% stressed governing the city as a whole, 30% emphasised their ward 

role and the remainder noted the mixed ward and city roles (Newton, 1976: 125). 

Budge and colleagues found that Glasgow city councillors typically stressed their dual 

role towards the city and their ward, only eight percent emphasised their ward 

representation role. First term councillors tended to `endorse ward commitments more 

heavily than other councillors' (Budge et al., 1972: 88). Newton (1976: 125) also 
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claimed that the most junior members typically emphasised representing their ward, 

whilst senior colleagues were more likely to stress governing Birmingham as a whole 

or possessed a dual focus. Finally, Leach et al. (1986: 58) commented on the 

importance of loyalties to geographic areas larger than wards or divisions but 

substantially smaller than the whole authority; they quoted one politician as observing 

that this ̀ council is divided by area not party'. 

Copus (2006) noted the impact of the establishment of directly-elected mayors 

on the balance councillors made between the interests of their ward or division and the 

whole local authority areas. He observed that ̀ the office of mayor makes it easier for 

councillors to manage' the tension ̀ between their political focus on governing an 

authority area and their specific (ward-based) community responsibility to act as a 

very local representative'. This effect arose because `the governing mandate is clearly 

given to the mayor, not to councillors' (Copus, 2006: 188). Snape (2004: 73) 

suggested that the wider modernisation agenda had generated a subtle change in the 

nature of ward or divisional representation through the development of the idea of 

councillors as community leaders, which obliged them to adopt a wide-ranging focus 

on their area ̀extending beyond the services provided'. 

2.4.2: Voluntary groups 

Several studies have distinguished between councillors with positive attitudes 

towards engagement with voluntary bodies and members with a more cautious or 

negative approach. For example, Dearlove (1973: 126) observed that the Conservative 

leadership of Kensington and Chelsea encouraged councillors ̀to be wary of external 

groups' and ̀to limit their contact' with them. Both Hampton (1970) and Newton 

(1976) showed that councillors were responsive to voluntary bodies. Hampton (1970: 
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297) asked Sheffield city councillors about the use of voluntary groups in `meeting 

new and developing needs in the community' and concluded that 90% of the 

interviewees ̀thought that there were advantages'. 

Similarly, Newton (1976: 128) discovered that most Birmingham city 

councillors had positive attitudes towards the contribution of voluntary bodies. He 

asked members whether they thought voluntary organisations interfered with or 

assisted the democratic process and classified councillors as facilitators, resistors or 

neutrals according to their response; 82% of Birmingham councillors were listed as 

facilitators and less than an eighth were resistors. Grant (1977: 24) reached similar 

conclusions and classified 21 out of 26 councillors as facilitators. 

Barron et al. (1991: 178) found even less resistance to the idea of representing 

voluntary groups. They concluded that pressure groups which were limited to the 

councillor's division or parish appeared to ̀ evoke a clear-cut (and generally 

cooperative) response and members were prepared to champion their case in spite of 

some occasional misgivings'. 

2.4.3: Representing a section of the community and or another local 

authority 

Jones (1973: 142) argued that councillors had a role in representing sections of 

the community to which they felt an affinity. Grant (1977: 77-82) assessed the role of 

ratepayer councillors in representing residents critical of the tourist industry in Seaton 

(Devon). Leach et al. (1986: 61) implied that ward or divisional representation had 

been supplemented by a ̀ sectional focus -a concern with particular sections of the 

local community'. In general, however, scholars have overlooked this aspect of 

representation. 
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Jones (1973: 142) also suggested that, in a two or three-tiered structure, 

councillors could have an important role in representing the views of different 

authorities to each other. Scholars of local government have neglected this activity. 

Lee (1963: 141) was an exception and argued that the role of county councillors was 

`largely concerned with the business of being a go-between', both on behalf of 

divisional authorities and the standing committees of the council. 

2.4.4: Ombudsman 

Councillors had a role in handling grievances from individual constituents. 

This function has been documented in many important studies. As Jennings (1982: 

72) argued, casework had become an accepted element of the duties of councillors. 

Furthermore, as Wilson and Game (1994: 219) commented, many councillors found 

that casework was the part of the job `that brings them their greatest satisfaction'. 

Barron et al. (1991: 159) also drew attention to the ̀ positive attitude' of county 

councillors towards casework. There was, however, a marked difference between the 

parties; in general Labour councillors had heavier caseloads than Conservatives. The 

authors argued that Labour councillors were more proactive and inclined to generate 

casework (Barron et al., 1991: 162). In addition, these authors acknowledged that the 

different social and economic composition of Labour and Conservative divisions 

might also affect the volume of cases. As Heclo (1969: 191) had earlier noted, ̀by 

representing many of the better-off areas of the city, the Conservatives have less 

demand for advice bureaux'. 

Scholars also identified a tendency for junior councillors to be the most 

interested in casework. As Jennings (1982: 70) observed, `most new councillors do a 

great deal of casework'. A similar observation was supplied by Newton (1976: 138), 
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who commented that the councillors with the greatest commitment to individual 

casework were also likely to be relatively junior members with less than five years 

service and hold only minor official positions. 

2.4.5: Politician 

Councillors had critical roles as politicians. All members had a function to 

balance interests within their electoral area. Tension between the roles of councillors 

as area representatives and party politicians was emphasised by Jennings (1982), who 

noted the problems posed for local authority leaderships by councillors with a strong 

focus on representing a locality. Young and Davies (1990) observed that the ̀ nature 

of party control in the most rural areas' could be distinguished from the position 

elsewhere. Those authorities typically had ̀ a greater degree of power sharing, with 

committee and sub-committee leadership roles being played by members of other 

parties' (Young and Davies, 1990: 24). Since this research was undertaken the 

committee system has, of course, been transformed, in most authorities, through the 

introduction of executive and scrutiny structures. Copus (2004) made a substantial 

study of the impact of the party group on the role(s) of local councillors and asserted 

that ̀ it is defending the position of the party group to the public, rather than 

channelling the views of the public to the council, that takes precedence' (Copus, 

2004: 239). 

In some studies, the analysis about party loyalty was detached from and served 

to weaken the main conclusions. For example, Newton (1976) discussed his concepts 

of delegates, trustees and politicos before evaluating the impact of party loyalty and 

discipline. His subsequent assertion that councillors often possessed `a fierce sense of 

duty and loyalty to the group' (Newton, 1976: 122) reduced the credibility of the 
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previous distinctions. Newton (1976: 124) also found that councillors of both parties 

stressed their loyalty to support their group with the ̀ exception of special issues which 

affect the member's own ward'. 

Dearlove (1973) identified a more rigid imposition of party discipline in 

Kensington and Chelsea. Although councillors were able to abstain on matters of 

conscience, ̀voting against any committee or party decision in open council is 

forbidden and does not occur' (Dearlove, 1973: 126). Similar conclusions were made 

by Alexander (1985: 203), who showed that in the Reading Labour Group, apart from 

occasional free votes, ̀members were expected to defy the party whip only on matters 

of conscience and then only after receiving the permission of the group'. Copus, 

surveyed more than 600 councillors and suggested that a councillor's loyalty to his/her 

ward or division ̀ must not be overplayed to suggest it can somehow compete with the 

demands of group loyalty' (Copus, 1998: 223). Furthermore, he argued that 

councillors were ̀reluctant to transfer acts of representation against the group, from 

the group meeting, to a wider public theatre' (Copus, 1998: 223). The behaviour of 

councillors altered, therefore, in relation to the theatre of representation. 

Leach and Wilson (2000: 56) noted differences between the political parties. In 

particular, they observed that ̀ group cohesiveness can be a particularly severe 

problem for Liberal Democrat leaders'. However, they also commented that when 

Liberal Democrats won power or obtained a share of power `the group normally holds 

together' (Leach and Wilson, 2000: 56). 
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2.4.6: Policy-maker 

Many scholars have distinguished between councillors with specialist and 

generalist policy interests. For example, Newton recorded that over 90% of 

councillors ̀ claimed to concentrate on the work of one or two committees' (1976: 

131). Dearlove (1973: 125) supported these findings and commented that councillors 

were ̀more or less compelled to specialise'. Concern with a wide range of policy 

matters was often restricted to a small group of senior members. Jones (1973: 142) 

estimated that five percent of councillors made policy across a broad range of areas. 

Heclo (1969) identified narrower specialisation and claimed that in Manchester the 

`standard strategy is to specialize in certain subjects even within one's committee 

assignments' and that `most councillors (70 per cent) had done so within their first 

year on the council' (1969: 188). 

Newton distinguished between three types of generalists. First, some members 

with under two years experience were classified as generalists because they had ̀not 

yet had enough time to decide which aspect of council work they were going to 

specialise in' (Newton, 1976: 131). Second, some councillors claimed that their 

ombudsman role ̀ took them into every aspect of council work' (Newton, 1976: 131). 

Third, two alderman said that their ̀ positions in the majority group required them to 

keep a watching brief over the full range of committee activities' (Newton, 1976: 

131). 

Scholars have also assessed councillors' preferences for local representation or 

policy-making. For example, Jones concluded that three-quarters of councillors were 

`primarily representatives' (Jones, 1973: 142). Newton (1976: 126-130) evaluated 

whether councillors preferred handling individuals' problems or broad policy matters; 
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41% chose individuals' problems, 26% broad policy issues and 32% said that they 

tried to mix both. Jennings (1982: 72) speculated that the specialist policy role of most 

councillors ̀ seems to pull the elected member deeper into the structures, away from 

the public'. 

The advent of overview and scrutiny altered the policy role of councillors. 

Non-executive councillors exchanged, in most local authorities, their direct decision- 

making input on the traditional policy committees, although this aspect of their job 

has been retained in relation to full council, for a scrutiny role which combined policy 

analysis and development with an enhanced focus on challenging executive proposals 

and decisions and, in some authorities at least, an interest in scrutinising external 

organisations (see Snape and Dobbs, 2003 and below). 

2.4.7: Time commitment of councillors 

Many surveys have asked councillors how many hours they spent on their 

council activities. Results are outlined in table 2.1., which also recorded the type of 

authorities included in each study. In addition, Bochel and Bochel (2000: 71) surveyed 

a sample of Scottish councillors and concluded that over one-third classified 

themselves as full-time members. These results showed some evidence of increasing 

workloads over time. There was also evidence that county councillors had heavier 

workloads than those in other types of authority. For example, England's (1986) 

separate analysis of English county councillors produced a statistic of 74 hours a 

month, while Barron et al. 's (1991) survey of county councillors produced the highest 

total. These findings might, in part, reflect the predisposition of many county 

councillors to serve on district and parish authorities. Barron et al. (1991: 60) also 

concluded that women worked longer hours than men. 
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Table 2.1: Time spent on council business each month 
Study 

Moss and Parker (1967) 

tiours/Month ' 

52 

Authority 

Mixed 
, 

Hampton (1970) 40 Sheffield City 
Robinson (1977) 79 Mixed 
England (1986) 74 Mixed 
Barron et al. (1991) 137 County Councils 2 

Rao (2000) 88 Mixed 

2.4.8: Modelling councillor roles 

Some scholars identified distinct types of councillors based on the information 

obtained from their studies. Lee (1963) developed the terms ministeralist to describe 

leading councillors and officers and non ministeralist to cover other councillors. 

Corina (1974: 73) devised five categories. Party politicians tried to `assess policies 

and decisions against a fairly coherent set of social values which they had resolved 

into political principles'. Ideologists expressed strong opinions that could be pushed 

to ̀ the point of open and uncompromising opposition'. Partyists placed most 

emphasis on allegiance to their party and were often responsible for `overt party 

division within the committees and full council' (Corina, 1974: 75). Associates were 

members who, whilst belonging to a political party, had not ̀ fully identified' 

themselves with their party (Corina, 1974: 77). Politico-administrators were at the 

centre of party and council business. They tended to be the most powerful members 

and often held cross-party views. 

Newton (1976: 136-142) constructed a fivefold classification. Parochials 

combined the delegate, ward and individual problem orientations. They focused 

primarily on their own ward and stressed their role as a local ombudsman. People's 

agents shared the parochials' concern with the problems of individual constituents but 

also regarded themselves as trustees with a responsibility to the whole city or a 

29 



combination of ward and city. Policy advocates combined the trustee role with 

preferences for policy matters and governing the whole city. Policy brokers shared the 

bias in favour of policy matters and city governance, but considered themselves to be 

politicos. Policy spokesmen combined the delegate inclination with city governance 

and general policy preferences. 

Grant (1977: 28) adapted Newton's model to rural local governance. He 

distinguished between policy-makers and parochials and sub-divided both categories 

to separate those performing the role through necessity and inclination. In addition, his 

dovetailers category was used to classify councillors who `see the potential tension 

between their ward/individual and policy/district roles, but are consciously trying to 

integrate the two'. Bochel and Bochel (2000) related Newton's classification to their 

study of the careers of Scottish councillors. For example, Bochel and Bochel (2000: 

104) suggested that the rise of `municipal socialism' (see, for example, Lansley et al., 

1989) could be ̀ equated with councillors who were policy advocates or policy 

brokers'. 

Barron et al. (1991) expressed scepticism about models but identified a 

distinction between minimalist and proactive councillors. Minimalists stressed 

attendance at council and committee meetings and attracted little casework. Proactive 

councillors regarded committee meetings as a relatively unimportant part of their 

work, except when they could play a crucial role in making policy. In contrast, they 

thought that their main role was to provide a service to their community(ies). These 

members ̀take part in such activities as attending parish council meetings, holding 

surgeries, visiting outlying suburbs and villages regularly, putting out ward 
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newsletters and generally taking a very active part in local affairs' (Barron, et al., 

1991: 180). 

2.5: Scrutiny 

Scrutiny and overview committees were established through the provisions of 

the Local Government Act (2000), which also facilitated the creation of executive 

committees and directly-elected mayors in English and Welsh local authorities 

governing a population of over 85 
, 
000 3 In local authorities with executive models of 

governance, scrutiny and overview committees were designed, in part at least, to 

compensate non-executive councillors for losing the main element of their direct-input 

into the policy-making process through the abolition of the traditional service 

committees (see above). 

Wilson and Game (2006: 116) supplied a useful definition of overview and 

scrutiny. Scrutiny was defined in terms of holding the executive accountable by 

focusing on decisions before they were made or implemented "ideally through 

consultation with the executive, but if necessary through the use of `call-in' powers, 

requiring the executive to reconsider its decision; and scrutinising decisions after 

implementation". Overview was identified in terms of policy development and review 

through which non-executive councillors were able to contribute to developing policy; 

examining the implementation and impact of policy; and reviewing broad policy 

areas. Wilson and Game (2006: 116) also said that overview encompassed reviews of 

external organisations, through which councillors had a role in `investigating the work 

of outside bodies on local communities'. This neat typology was not reflected in the 
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survey undertaken by Stoker et al. (2002: 46), which found a diverse range of 

permutations. 

Overview and Scrutiny committees can be viewed as echoes of and as derived 

from parliamentary select committees. Ashworth (2003: 1) drew a notable comparison 

with parliamentary select committees and evaluated local authority scrutiny through 

an analysis of five factors that had been identified as impediments to parliamentary 

scrutiny. Copus (2004: 224) also noted similarities between both procedures and 

commented, for example, that there ̀ is the same attempt to generate all party support 

for the scrutiny process, and to emphasise the role of evidence and analysis (rather 

than party politics) in the proceedings'. 

However, Copus (2004: 224) also highlighted three important differences 

between scrutiny in national and local government. First, local government scrutiny 

had a more ambiguous role and was required to assist the executive as well as hold it 

to account. Second, there was ̀a clear division of support responsibilities at 

Westminster, which does not apply in local authorities'. Third, ̀ the tradition of 

aggressive questioning of ministers and civil servants.... has not been given the same 

emphasis at local level'. Leach and Copus (2004: 335) established a useful framework 

for evaluating the effectiveness of scrutiny. It was suggested that scrutiny could be 

`judged as effective' if it added value and they asserted that the ̀ ultimate effectiveness 

test for scrutiny is whether the decisions (or policies or services) which result from the 

intervention are better than those which would have resulted had that intervention not 

taken place (and been accepted)'. Such an idea was, however, difficult to evaluate in 

relation to specific inquiries and, therefore, did not form part of the research agenda 

discussed in chapter five of this thesis. 
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Some studies have generated optimistic conclusions about the impact of 

scrutiny and overview committees. Snape et al. (2002: 7) suggested that overview and 

scrutiny was potentially the most exciting and powerful element of the entire local 

government modernisation process, put councillors `at the heart of policy-making' and 

was a ̀ mechanism by which councillors can become powerful and influential 

politicians'. Similarly, Coleman and Glendinning (2004) noted that most respondents 

to a national study were fairly positive about the impact of health scrutiny, while 

Coleman (2006) commented on the potential for scrutiny to strengthen public and 

patient participation in the NHS. Many scholars have, however, drawn sceptical 

conclusions about the effectiveness of overview and scrutiny committees. Leach 

(2001) argued that overview and scrutiny committees were struggling to develop a 

meaningful role, while Baker (2000) expressed scepticism about the effectiveness of 

overview and scrutiny in relation to education. 

Studies generated evidence that scrutiny had little success in holding the local 

authority executive to account (Ashworth, 2003; Leach et al., 2003). In particular, 

there was a pronounced focus on pre-decision scrutiny arising from factors such as 

"scrutiny's lack of `teeth' or influence, inadequate officer support and the impact of 

party politics" (Ashworth and Snape, 2004: 544). Holding the executive accountable 

had been limited ̀ even in those authorities which have determinedly attempted to 

undertake the role' (Snape et al., 2002: 42). Leach (2006: 80) concluded that in most 

local authorities ̀overview and scrutiny has emphasised the supportive role, 

undertaking pieces of policy analysis' which ̀ do not by any stretch of the imagination 

involve holding the executive to account'. 
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The weakness of the scrutiny side of local authorities could be illustrated in 

relation to finance. Executives controlled the budget and requests for expenditure on 

scrutiny ̀ can easily be refused on the basis that limiting council tax or maintaining 

front-line services has a higher priority' (Cole, 2001b: 243). Although many 

authorities had established special scrutiny units they tended to be small and had little 

influence within the officer structure ̀ which is primarily geared to the needs of the 

executive' (Leach 2006: 80). Furthermore, as Cole (2001b: 243) argued, there could 

be problems in relation to the fact that the staffing of scrutiny with officers seconded 

from elsewhere in the authority meant that there was a potential conflict of interest 

because scrutiny might want to scrutinise decisions made by current scrutiny officers 

or former/future colleagues. As the IDeA (1999: 12) noted in relation to Bury, the 

scrutiny panels were ̀ being supported by officers who themselves may be the subject 

of scrutiny'. 

In an evaluation of scrutiny at Devon County Council, Cole (2001a: 30) 

commented that the agenda was controlled by the majority party political machine. He 

observed that scrutiny often concentrated `on activities that posed a relatively minor 

threat to the power of the executive'. There was a ̀ tendency to concentrate on 

relatively minor matters such as tourist advice centres rather than key issues such as 

the funding of county schools'. However, there was little evidence of formal 

whipping being applied to scrutiny. Snape et al. (2002: 142) concluded that it was 

`rarely the case that formal whipping or discipline is applied to overview or scrutiny 

committees'. Similarly, Stoker et at. (2002: 49) found that only 9.2% of local 

authorities reported that a party whip was used ̀to control decisions'. 
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Party influence over scrutiny and overview committees could also be measured 

by focusing on whether those groups held party pre-meetings before scrutiny or 

overview sessions. Stoker et al. (2002) concluded that 39.1% of councils had such 

party pre-meetings, against 44.5%, which said there were no such gatherings, while 

16.4% didn't know whether such meetings occurred. It was claimed that this data 

`indicates that parties take a great deal of interest in the workings of scrutiny 

committees, which could indicate that their proceedings follow the priorities of party 

politics' (Stoker et al., 2002: 49). 

The capacity of scrutiny and overview committees to hold external 

organisations accountable was also constrained because the government had not given 

them the power to subpoena witnesses to attend scrutiny events. Scrutiny by 

councillors of external agencies had, therefore, to be ̀ a voluntary and negotiated 

affair' (Copus, 2004: 221). However, two caveats had to be made. First, the Health 

and Social Care Act (2001) gave ̀county and unitary authorities the power to 

scrutinise local health authorities and opened the door to other such powers being 

extended over other bodies should scrutiny prove successful' (Copus, 2004: 221). 

Second, an analysis of formal powers bestowed through national legislation could not 

reflect adequately the nature of the governance, partnership and policy-making 

community in each locality. For example, external bodies part-financed or owned by 

the local authority might have a specific written obligation to supply witnesses and 

evidence to the relevant scrutiny or overview committee. Furthermore, where such an 

obligation was not codified it might nevertheless be required to comply with realities 

of the distribution of politico/administrative power at the local level (see Cole and 
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Cotterill, 2005). Similar incentives not to antagonise the local authority might also act 

to compel partner organisations to assist local authority inquiries about their activities. 

Stoker et al. (2002: 54) generated some notable data about the scale and scope 

of external scrutiny and identified large differences in relation to the type of English 

local authorities. London boroughs were ̀ far more likely to consider non-local 

authority provision, which may reflect the complex governance arrangements in the 

capital'. The inclination to scrutinise external bodies was also relatively widespread 

amongst the counties and the metropolitan boroughs but much less common amongst 

unitary and district councils. External scrutiny, however, ̀ remains a marginal activity' 

for most local authorities (Ashworth and Snape: 2004,550). In particular, it has been 

suggested that external scrutiny has been inhibited through concern that this process 

`might adversely affect relationships that were otherwise productive' (Ashworth and 

Snape, 2004: 550). 

2.6 Consultation and participation in the UK 

Chapter six focuses primarily on the notion of consultation, which has been 

used as the conceptual and linguistic foundation for the study. However, the close 

links between consultation and participation and the many references to the latter term 

meant that it was also considered necessary to discuss both concepts. 

A strong ̀ rhetorical commitment' (Haughton, 1998: 872) to community 

engagement and participation has long been present in UK public policy initiatives. In 

particular, this emphasis has been evident in area-based regeneration programmes 

undertaken since the 1960s. In practice, however, there have been ̀considerable 

fluctuations' (Haughton, 1998: 872) in the extent to which such schemes reflected a 
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community driven approach or, more typically, were the product of a ̀ top-down' 

agenda. For example, the Community Development Project and the Urban Programme 

`represented at least partial attempts at locally-based holistic forms of urban 

regeneration' (Haughton, 1998: 872). In contrast, the Thatcher governments, in 

general, adopted a more prescriptive approach, which incorporated a substantial role 

for the private sector and marginalised community influence (Pearce, 1993). 

Since 1997, the Labour Governments have embraced the idea of `extending 

opportunities for citizens to participate' (PASC, 2001: x), which has become an 

important aspect of the public service reform agenda. As Sullivan and Skelcher (2002: 

164) observed, this process involved `the development of a new political ethos, where 

citizens are expected to contribute to the solution of key policy problems in concert 

with service providers and policy-makers'. Politicians and bureaucrats developed a 

range of mechanisms to promote community engagement and participation in public 

policy decisions. For example, the involvement of user groups in the provision of 

NHS services has been extended. Similarly, responsiveness to local stakeholders has 

been emphasised through the establishment of multi-agency partnerships (Cole, 

2003b; Sullivan 2003; Cole and Cotterill, 2005). 

Strengthening public participation and consultation was central to the local 

government modernisation agenda (DETR, 1998). In the white paper Modern Local 

Government: In Touch with the People, the government, therefore, stressed the 

requirement to `see consultation and participation embedded into the culture of all 

councils' (DETR, 1998: 39). This agenda has been reflected in the Best Value process 

and the decision to oblige local authorities to subject their new political management 

structures to a public consultation (Copus, 2003). 
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The stress on enhanced consultation and participation strengthened a parallel 

focus on delegating responsibility for decision-making in rural areas to local 

communities. This approach predated Labour's local government modernisation 

agenda (see, for example, DOE and MAFF, 1995), but was adopted by the Labour 

Government and reflected in the 2000 Rural White Paper. That publication observed 

that central government wanted to give rural localities `a bigger say in managing their 

own affairs' (DETR and MAFF, 2000: 146). This approach was also a component of 

the sustainable development agenda. It was suggested that sustainability depended on 

the involvement of local people who ̀ were best placed to identify problems and 

propose and implement solutions for better services, housing and jobs' (Owen, 2002: 

44). 

There is a significant academic literature about public participation in the 

delivery of public services in the UK. For example, Klein and Lewis (1976) studied 

arrangements for citizen involvement in health decision-making. Similarly, Lowndes, 

Pratchett and Stoker (2001 a) produced a census of local government activity to 

enhance public participation, while Sergeant and Steele (1998) assessed a variety of 

consultations about specific public-policy decisions. Fenwick and Alford (2000) 

considered the use of citizens' juries as a mechanism of public participation, while 

Glendinning et al. (2002) discussed these issues in relation to the partnership agenda. 

Scholars have also questioned the reformist focus on and enthusiasm for 

consultation. Rouse and Smith (2002: 54-5) disputed the capacity of this agenda to be 

`genuinely inclusive and representative of community diversity'. It has also been 

suggested that ̀ consultation risks merely framing questions that reflect the dominant 

discourse' (Brooks, 2000: 609). Furthermore, consultation initiatives have been 
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criticised on the basis that participants were drawn from local elites (Klein and Lewis, 

1976; Rao, 2000: 145) and on the grounds that they might raise unrealistic 

expectations and generate ̀greater dissatisfaction' (Rouse and Smith, 2002: 55). 

2.7: Consultation and participation: definitions 

There is a substantial academic literature about the definition of consultation 

and participation. Gyford (1991: 53) commented that participation involved some 

degree of `sharing in the processes of policy-making and service provision'. In 

contrast, consultation exercises acknowledged that the public had the right to be heard 

even if they did not take part in decision-making. Gyford (1991: 53) identified a series 

of `initiatives lying broadly in the field of consultation', which included petitions, 

asking councillors questions and complaints procedures. Similarly, Hampton (1987: 

127-128) asserted that participation could be viewed as the mechanism through which 

people protected ̀their rights as consumers of public goods and services; it can be 

described as the right to consultation or it can involve the full' concept of `people 

sharing in the processes of policy-making and service provision'. 

Arnstein (1971) studied US federal social programmes and constructed a 

`ladder of participation' based on the extent to which participants affected decisions. 

This typology identified eight levels of participation "with each rung on the ladder 

corresponding to the extent of citizens' power in determining the end product" (Burns 

et al., 1994: 156). The bottom two rungs related to non-participation, the aim being to 

"enable power-holders to `educate' or ̀ cure' the participants" (Bums, et al., 1994: 

156-157). The next three levels, which included consultation, were termed ̀degrees of 

tokenism' and involved public dialogue in which citizens possessed the right to be 
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